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Ethics ot Cose Nifestern Reserve University
MONDAY EVENING DIALOGUE FORUMS
for
MARCH AND APRIL
Because of the University's "Spring Break" in March and the early
schedule for final examinations at the end of the Spring
Semester/ there will be one Dialogue Forum in March and in April.
MONDAY# MARCH 23cd
7:30 p.m. in Thwing Center's 1914 Lounge
Dr. David Miller# Speaker
Director of the Hough-Norwood Center
Responders:
Dr. Mary Adams# Professor of Nursing CWRU
Dr. J.B. Silvers# School of Management CWRU
The dialogue will focus on issues in the area of providing health
care for citizens in our society. Is health care a right or a
priviledge? Can health care be provided for all persons and# if
so# how? What direction is health care taking in our country?
Is this the right diretion?

7:30 p.m

MONDAY# APRIL 6th
in Thwing Center's 1914 Lounge

"Ethical Issues In Racism"
It is apparent that the presence of racism in our society is
certainly not diminishing. Indeed there is unfortunate evidence
that racist attitudes are increasing at the present time. The
Center's concern includes the campus as well as the larger
society. Members of the Center will receive a later notice of
this Dialogue Forum with details of the program for the evening.
A Question To Our Membership
What issues and concerns# and the ethical issues they raise#
would you like to see included in the Center's Dialogue Forum
programs for 1987-1988? Please take the time to job them down
and send them to the Center# c/o Robert Clarke. Planning for
next year is already underway. Thanks a lot.

Ethics and The Society
Robert W. Clarke, Co-Director
Center for Professional Ethics

On almost any morning one can read in the New
York Times or the Plain Dealer an account of graft or
economic corruption on the part of persons who are
employed by private corporations or governmental
agencies. The extent of such maleficence in our
society is, unfortunately, no longer shocking and we
are in danger of becoming inured to it. At the same
time an increasing number of articles are raising the
question of the disintegration of the moral founda
tion of our economic, political and social systems.
The extent of corruption in the private and public
sectors endangers, according to some, not just those
directly involved but the fabric of our society as well.
"Something has gone tragically wrong with our
society in recent years," begins a recent report of a
commission on civic education. "What has gone
wrong," the report charges, "is this: we are failing to
educate future citizens for citizenship, and the core
of this failure lies in a falling away from traditional
American values."
It is of little use to spend time tracing the events
and changes which have brought us to our present
situation. There was a time when our society
appeared to be characterized by a commonly-held
moral foundation. We all understood what was true,
what was good, what was right. The societal expecta
tions were there and our decisions and our actions
would be based on that consensus. Those who
deviated from this societal base were clearly identi
fiable and their deviation was clearly definable in the
language of the moral structure they were offering.
But that period ended in the early 1940s with the
explosion of knowledge in every area of human life.
And that knowledge explosion also exploded a
number of societal myths upon which our commonlyheld moral base rested. To attempt to return to
"those good old days" is impossible and, considering
the resources of living available to us today, also
undesirable.
At the same time we must recognize that the
expansion of knowledge and its accompanying dis
closures during the last 40 years has brought us first
to a period of societal moral relativism, and now
beyond that, to one of societal amorality. We have
passed from an earlier operative community con
sensus of what is good, right and true to a condition
of individualism which not only denies but, at points,
even defies the concept of a community consensus as
to who we are and ought to be as a society. We are

left to live in a society where what is good, true and
right is decided by each person in terms of his or her
own wants, needs and ambitions played out against
the wants, needs and ambitions of others.
That we have arrived at this point need not
surprise us. Alexis de Tocqueville, writing in 1830 in
his book. Democracy In America, described the
"habits of the heart" of the American people. He
warned that individualism might eventually isolate
Americans from each other and undermine the con
ditions of freedom. A recent book, entitled Habits of
The Heart, a book well worth reading, shows through
the examination of the lives of a cross-section of
citizens in the United States how this prediction is
becoming a reality.
The isolation which Tocqueville predicted, and
which we indeed are experiencing today, can be
illustrated by the nature of academic dishonesty
manifested by an alarming number of students on our
campuses today. The educational institution to which
I am related is composed of undergraduate students
who are pre-professional in their academic orienta
tion. They are preparing for the professions and
competing with each other for their place in a pro
fessional school upon graduation. Each understands
himself or herself to be on a solo voyage, hopefully
to admission to one of the best graduate professional
schools. To assist each other academically along the
way is, of course, foolhardy. And to cheat is often
seen as only a device to place one's self closer to the
goal of ending up at the top. Those who are caught in
such academic dishonesty see themselves only as
thwarted in their journey to the top. When they are
put on disciplinary probation, which carries with it
the possibility of being separated from the University
they, for the first time, become alarmed. And then,
when they are required to do 20 hours of study in the
field of ethics under the tutelage of the Center for
Professional Ethics, they finally begin to understand
the broader ramifications of their actions. Through
such study they may gain a new knowledge of the
impact of academic dishonesty on the entire com
munity of learning; but they return to a system which
has not changed.
This illustration of academic dishonesty is not an
isolated one. It is replicated constantly throughout
the world of commerce, business and the professions.
It is ingrained in our public life today.
(continued on next page)

The individualism which enables one to under
stand himself or herself as the center of the definition
of what is good, right and true produces the moral
bankruptcy we are experiencing today because it
forecloses the possibility of creating a moral founda
tion for our society in which each person can live in
a community characterized by a commonly-held base
for integrity, meaning and purpose. For a community
to have integrity, meaning and purpose, its members
must—whether they like it or not—recognize that
every person living in that community must be taken
into consideration in the establishment of a moral
foundation for shared life in that community.
The individualist values foremost what he or she
wants and, out of that, shapes a necessary and justify
ing moral structure which has meaning only to him or
her. But for a community to thrive as a community,
that which is good, and right and true must be
defined by all of its members for all of its members.
Such a definition of the good, the right and the true
for the entire community is the moral foundation on
which that community functions. And from this
common moral foundation come the values which
inform one's decisions and actions.
In those halcyon yesteryears to which we referred
earlier, the academic dishonesty which we described
was most often rewarded with expulsion from the
college, from the system. But today other considera
tions come into play, considerations which, indeed,
point clearly to the direction our thinking must take.
Let me quote again from the article by Robert Fullinwider, an article describing some of the issues in civic
education today. His illustration provides the turning
point for our discussion.
"According to some university honor codes, it is
a violation of honesty not only to cheat on an exam
but to fail to report the cheating of others. Such a
rule teaches a student about honesty. It also requires
him to betray his fellows. Moreover a fixed rule pre
empts the student's own judgment on the matter. An
other's cheating is wrong, but sometimes the appro
priate response to wrong is mercy, not punishment;
support, not abondonment; silence, not accusation.
Rigid adherence to rules circumscribes the student's
autonomy as a moral actor."
Formerly we were dealing with a simple situation
of being caught cheating and therefore, undoubtedly,
being punished and/or expelled. Today we are asked
to recognize that, in the same situation, a moral actor
with autonomy is involved. This is the critical turning
point in our discusison of establishing a moral
foundation for our society. First, we are to under
stand ourselves as "moral actors" or, using the label

I prefer, "moral agents." Secondly, we are to respect
the autonomy of persons as moral agents.
The moral agent is one who concerns himself or
herself with the goodness or badness of all human
action or character. The moral agent raises the
questions of what is the right, the good and the true
for all persons and then acts in accordance with
those standards and precepts of goodness, righteous
ness and truth. The moral agent is one who accounts
for the welfare of all persons in every station of life
when he or she makes a decision. Then, based on
one's understanding of one's self as a moral agent,
one claims the autonomy to make the best decision
possible in a given situation. What is new is that the
self-centered individualist now sees all of life from the
moral perspective we have described and seeks to
make the best ethical decisions possible based on that
moral perspective.
If one is a humanist, the foundation of one's
morality comes from what the society has historically
claimed to be those fundamental beliefs which govern
society in such a way that all of its members enjoy
the maximum benefits of that society. If one adheres
to the tenets of a religious system, one's moral
foundation comes from the revelation, the sacred
writings and the tradition of that faith position. In
both cases, one's moral foundation is actualized by a
very conscious decision as to how that tradition
informs his life and his actions. To act intuitively is
not enough.
This consciously-defined moral posture will, in
concert with others who take life seriously, provide
a sufficient consensus around what kind of moral
foundation is required for our society to be one in
which every person in our community will be
regarded as a person with potential and will be
treated fairly, honestly and with righteousness.
To achieve such a consensus is, of course, not
easy. Even if such a moral foundation is achieved,
one in which all persons can move towards realizing
their human potential, ethical decision-making
remains a very complex challenge. But it is within this
challenge that our own integrity as a moral agent can
be discovered and developed.
Very briefly, then, what are the steps in becoming
a moral agent with the capacity for autonomous
decision-making?
First, one clarifies through reflection and study
what one's own moral foundation is. And we need to
remind ourselves again that our moral foundation
must include all persons in all situations.
Second, one asks one's self, based on that moral
foundation, what his or her duty is in a specific
(continued on next page)
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choice situation. It may be the duty to be honest, or
to be charitable, or to show mercy, or to completely
overlook the situation. What is one's duty or duties
in deciding the issue at hand?
Third, one asks one's self, again based on that
moral foundation, what ends, what outcomes, one
hopes for through making a particular decision? What
does one want the results of his decision to be?
Fourth, one designates who all of the "actors" are
who are involved in the situation being decided. Who
are all of the persons being affected by the decision
which you are to make? And how will each be
affected by your decision?
Finally, one considers all of the options open as
part of making the soundest decision. And these
options are weighed, of course, on the basis of
one's moral foundation, one's concept of duty and
outcomes, as well as the consideration of all the
actors involved in the situation calling for an ethical
decision.
Employing the above considerations in making

ethical decisions will lead to a decision one can stand
up for and one which will underwrite the moral
foundation upon which that life rests. Another
person, employing the same consideration, may well
arrive at a slightly different outcome. It is through
such thoughtful ethical decision-making on the parts
of an increasing number of persons that a community
or a society finally begins to hold in common a vision
of what that society should and can become. This
vision describes what is the good, the right and the
true for that society. And the moral foundation
which thus comes into being dictates the basis on
which ethical decisions must be made. Ethics, then, is
the skill we all must develop, the skill of making
decisions which affirm and announce the moral
foundation which must be actualized for the good life
of all members of the community.
(Quotes from Robert K. Fullinwider, Center for
Philosophy and Public Policy; Report dated Summer
1986, Vol. 6, No. 2)

